INTRODUCTION Duties and structure of the drinking water inspectorate
The Drinking Water Inspectorate (DWI) was established on 2 January 1990 following privatisation of the water industry.
Initially it was (to a limited extent) staffed by former members of the Department of the Environment supplemented by others recruited from, among others, the water industry itself. The DWI now operates within the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) and has a staff of 37, of which 30 are technically professionally qualified in water-related sciences or IT. The Operations group, responsible for the delivery of the technical audit and inspection functions as well as incident investigations, includes some three Principal Inspectors, each supported by three Inspectors. Each company is allocated to an Inspector who has responsibility for routine day-to-day matters including receiving incident notifications, assessing compliance data, handling of consumer complaints, and contact with local and health authorities in the companies' areas of supply. Principal Inspectors are responsible for oversight of regional issues, including contacts with regional Consumer Councils for Water.
Thus there is local contact as well as regional oversight.
Regulatory role of inspectorate
The Water Act 2003 (section 57) (HMSO 2003) 
INCIDENTS Reporting of water quality incidents
Under Section 68 of the Water Industry Act 1991, water companies have a duty to supply wholesome water for domestic and food production purposes. However, events occasionally occur that might impact on the quality or sufficiency of the water supplied. Water companies are -in the opinion of the undertaker is of national significance; or -has attracted or, in the opinion of the undertaker, is likely to attract significant local or national publicity; or -has caused or, in the opinion of the undertaker, is likely to cause significant concern to persons to whom the water is supplied. † any reports of disease in the community which it appears might possibly be associated with a water supply.
These criteria apply only to public water supplies. The responsibility for monitoring private water supplies rests with Local Authorities.
The wording of the current Information Direction, and its predecessor Directions, deliberately leaves the decision on what should be notified to the water companies. This is because an event that appears significant to a small company could appear to be less so to a larger company.
Furthermore the trigger for consumer complaints may be very different between a rural area and a highly populated inner city area. Given these perceived anomalies, the Inspectorate has, over the years, issued guidance in the form of Information Letters to the industry on the type of events that it considers should be notified. The most recent guidance was given in 1999 and included a long list of the sort of events that should be notified, with the caveat that this was not definitive. The same Information Letter (13/99) (DWI 1999) also provided guidance on the investigation process carried out by the Inspectorate.
Incident investigation
Although all events are reportable, not all events are incidents. DWI considers an incident to be: † a non-trivial or unexpected breach of Part II of the Water Supply (Water Quality) Regulations 200, as amended; or † a breach of Part IV of the 1989 Regulations; or † an unusual deterioration in water quality; or † a significant risk to the health of consumers; or † a significant number of consumers perceive adverse water quality changes; or † significant local or national media interest on a water quality issue that could result in consumer concern.
Most incidents are relatively minor happenings but all are assessed thoroughly and may result in recommendations to the company concerned on the actions needed to minimise the risk of future failures. Where the lessons to be learnt might benefit other companies, generic guidance may be issued to the industry. Consideration is given to whether during the incident the company contravened any of the wholesomeness standards set out in the Water Table 3 identifies at which part of the water supply chain the incident occurred, broadly classified as treatment works, service reservoir or in the distribution system.
In earlier years, many of the incidents related to bacteriological failures or problems at water treatment works. In later years the proportion of incidents occurring within the distribution system has increased and includes 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 
EXAMPLE INCIDENTS
On day 1, a consumer reported a taste in the water supply. Three adjacent properties were affected and were supplied with bottled water. Consumers were advised not to use the water. The water company sampled on day 2
and confirmed the presence of organic chemicals including 2-(methylthio)benzothiazole, dimethyl butanedioic acid and bromohexanol at concentrations up to 0.5 mg/l.
Unidentified hydrocarbons at concentrations up to 10 mg/l were also detected. All three properties had been recently connected to a new medium-density polyethylene main.
The main was flushed and water quality returned to normal. The company sought toxicological advice but advice was only available for related compounds, not for the specific compounds identified.
The Inspectorate concluded that analytical support was good. However, advice related to health risks and toxicology was limited in that no specific toxicological information was available for the specific compounds in question with data only available on related compounds.
On day 1 a consumer reported a petrol-like taste in the water supply. The water company flushed the main and apparently resolved the problem. On day 14, the same consumer again reported a petrol/rubber-cement taste in the water supply. The company sampled the affected property, an adjacent property and a hydrant on day 18.
Analytical results were not available until day 29, which confirmed that the value for odour exceeded the standard.
On day 32, a neighbour reported a benzene-like taste in the water supply. The company flushed the main the same day, believing the problem to be associated with 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Over recent years many incidents of chemical and microbiological contamination of drinking water have been reported in England and Wales. Few have resulted in significant adverse health effects. However, experience in responding to these events has shown that, to provide effective support to the public and consumers, close links between public health organisations, water companies, the regulators and other related bodies are essential. This paper has identified some of the common features required of the different disciplines of medical toxicology, public health and drinking-water quality regulation.
